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Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to report on an investigation into decision-making leading to a UK firm’s
first export order. It demonstrates the application of appreciative inquiry (AI) as an underutilised
research method in marketing investigations.
Design/methodology/approach – An AI research approach was undertaken in a firm that had not
started exporting at the commencement of the study whereby the interventionist approach allowed the
management team to overcome negative perceptions in their decision-making. From a research
perspective, marketing decision-making could be understood in real time as opposed to in hindsight.
Findings – While the key decision-maker is likely to be the owner/manager in small newly
internationalising firms, a variety of factors will affect the decision to start exporting including the
influence of the management team. In particular, the management team’s perceptions towards a
combination of effectuation- and causation-based decision-makingwhere risk/reward considerations in
exploiting various international marketing opportunities are undertaken in light of perceived
affordable losses, as well as against evolving objectives.
Originality/value – The contribution is to demonstrate the AI methodology, which to date has
received attention in management domains other than marketing; it offers an interventionist approach
to help managers overcome barriers and move positively forward in decision-making. It offers
researchers an opportunity to understand marketing decision-making in real time.
Keywords Marketing, Appreciative inquiry, Export, Internationalisation
Paper type Research paper
Introduction
Approximately 50 years ago, Simmonds and Smith’s (1968) classic study investigated
issues regarding “what lies behind a firm’s first export order?” Subsequently, a good
deal of literature has addressed issues associated with decision-making with respect to
firms’ internationalisation (Andersson, 2011; Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013;
Kalinic et al., 2014; Crick and Crick, 2014, 2015). This investigation reports on a single
case study involving the utilisation of an interventionist approach that has been
underutilised in the marketing literature. As such, decision-making is considered in real
time as opposed to in hindsight. The research objective of this study is to understand
issues that contribute to the holistic nature of decision-making with respect to the first
order from overseas, that is, via the application of appreciative inquiry (AI).
At the start of the study, the management teammembers in the case study firmwere
looking to internationalise owing to potential benefits that were recognised, but were
The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:
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being held back because of perceived barriers. The study contributes to the literature at
the international marketing–entrepreneurship interface by following an AI qualitative
methodological approach, leading to an understanding of what lies behind a firm’s
decision to internationalise. Therefore, it demonstrates the application of an
interventionist methodology that is more widely used in other academic disciplines, i.e.
offering opportunities for marketing academics and practitioners to consider adopting
the research approach.
In terms of the format of this paper, it starts by introducing the AI methodological
approach providing an overview for researchers in the marketing discipline that are
unfamiliar with its use. Issues in its wider application of research involving change are
then considered before the specific use in the current investigation is considered.
Subsequently, the methodological approach used in the study is considered. This is
followed by the findings that lead to the interventionist approach in the context of a
single firm to demonstrate the application of AI, i.e. to understand the process resulting
in a management team undertaking their first international order. The paper ends with
a discussion involving conclusions, implications and areas for further research.
AI as an innovative methodology in marketing
The use of AI is far from new having been utilised for over 25 years in various academic
disciplines (Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987). However, it appears to be lacking in use
within the marketing domain, hence, providing an opportunity to demonstrate its
application as an innovative methodological approach in undertaking research in the
subject area, specifically, within an international marketing context. This lack of
utilisation is perhaps not surprising given that understanding aspects of change within
an organisation’s marketing practices in an interventionist sense, i.e. where the
researcher is a facilitator in the process, has not been a key research focus in studies to
date. Interest has instead focused on managers’ recollection of events in a discursive
sense such as via interviews, or numerically, for example, via statistically based
questionnaires (Andersen, 1993; Coviello and McAuley, 1999; Jones et al., 2011).
Furthermore, access to data collection via AI may be difficult; even where it can be
applied, it may be considered to contain a potential inherent bias owing to the
interventionist nature adopted. Therefore, an understanding of the AI approach is
useful.
AI has certain similarities with the more widely known action research (AR)
approach; that is, both are often associated with intervention and change management.
Coghlan and Brannick (2001) discuss the issue of “knowledge transfer” as part of the
interventionist research focus. ARpractitioners andmembers of organisations establish
a co-research agenda to analyse, implement and evaluate systems of change (Cady and
Caster, 2000). Nevertheless, AI is different to AR in the sense that questions and the
process followed are positively oriented to move the research forward (Hammond and
Royal, 2001). In fact, this more positive, real-time and cooperative intervention can help
alleviate conflict and resistance to change among participants (Bushe and Kassam,
2005).
The format forAI research is shown in Figure 1. The topic choice to be addressed and
the way the process is undertaken needs to be phrased in an affirmative manner to
participants. Cooperrider and Whitney (2001, p. 20) note that “the seeds of change are
implicit in the very first questions we ask”. In a marketing context, applications for
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using an interventionist methodology to facilitate change, e.g. to address critical
incidents or overcome negative perceptions, can be vast. To demonstrate this in simply
one example, having even a neutral phrasing of questions around a topic such as the
“perceived barriers in exporting and available government assistance” may potentially
lead to reinforcing already held views. Indeed, a review of the literature involving the
issue of export barriers and assistance would arguably suggest, in some cases, negative
perceptions about the support on offer to assist managers to overcome barriers
(Freixanet, 2011; Leonidou et al., 2011; Durmusoglu et al., 2012).
Therefore, to pose questions in a way that allows dwelling on participants’ negative
initial/pre-existing views can reinforce perceptions. This may be acceptable for studies
where the objective is to report simply on perceptions, but not one where the objective of
intervention is to facilitate change. Following the example through an affirmative
interventionist approach to the topic may be to ask the initial question – what positive
views do themanagement teamhave about export assistance to help overcome barriers?
The range of answers may be vast; however, in the example provided, even if negative
perceptions exist, the positive slant may facilitate affirmative discourse around
potential assistance tailored to a firm, how it has helped other firms, etc. By then,
following the AI process in Figure 1, the interventionist objective may be to change
initial negative perceptions to move the firm forward. Consequently, in the context
provided, themanagement teammay actually becomemore aware of, or use the support
with, the view of facilitating internationalisation.
AI does not set out to be a diagnostic methodological tool with the aim of “curing” the
problems/symptoms of an organisation. Instead, it focuses on inspiring participants to
co-create a future way forward, e.g. by building on positive prior experiences up to the
current point of intervention. Cooperrider and Whitney (1999) argue that AI involves
asking questions to strengthen a system’s capability to heighten positive potential, that
intervention gives a way to innovation and that instead of negation, there is discovery.
This co-created process, therefore, means that the researcher helps in an
interventionist sense to subsequently move the firm forward as part of the process –
something arguably rare in the wider (international) marketing domain unless a
researcher is acting in a training/consultancy capacity. Examples exist to demonstrate
this such as Piercy’s (1991) “Market Led Strategic Change” that has a text and
Discovery 
Dream 
Design 
Destiny 
Figure 1.
AI 4D approach
based on Cooperrider
and Srivastva (1987)
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supporting material to assist managers take their firms forward, either domestically or
overseas depending on managers’ objectives, resources, capabilities, etc. The potential
for problems can arise when research is undertaken in parallel with training and/or
consultancy with respect to the distinction between activities, and hence, the need to
follow clear protocols in terms of data collection and participants’ approval in using AI.
After commencing with an affirmative topic choice (or placing a positive viewpoint
on a potentially negatively associated topic), AI moves into the discovery part of the
process that involves participants considering the “best of what is” regarding positive
elements of the firm, e.g. what works well. They thenmove to the dream phase whereby
those positive aspects in the discovery phase are built upon to envision practices that
could realistically work well in the future. The design phase is then entered where the
participants engage in dialogue to compile positive “possibility” statements regarding
their future vision, including priorities. Finally, in the destiny phase, participants
develop action plans to convert their vision into a workable reality. In the case of
international marketing, it could, therefore, have applications like helping managers to
take their first move into overseas markets, i.e. the issue demonstrated in this current
investigation.
AI, like any methodological approach, has positive and negative features. In a
positive sense, it is change oriented in real time, iterative, plus action and reflection
oriented; therefore, concerned with making improvements with respect to current
practices rather than simply reporting them without the intention of moving an
organisation forward. Nevertheless, being “values” oriented, the philosophical
perspective of researchers is, therefore, important to help avoid problems (Bushe and
Kassam, 2005). Following a social constructionist perspective might indicate what we
believe as true influences what we do; therefore, thought processes and actions emerge
from interactions. AI can add value to help participants arrive at new ideas that lead to
actions, but the researcher needs to avoid personal biases in the methodology, acting as
a facilitator in data collection.
Application of AI in researching aspects of change
Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987, p. 139) suggest that “social order is a subject matter
capable of infinite variation through the linkage of ideas and action”. This has
implications for researchers collecting data in real time where events can unfold, i.e.
based on the changing thought processes of decision makers. When faced with multiple
opportunities, some are pursued and not others, but collecting data after the event may
not capture these issues.
AI can be used in a number of change management research situations and,
depending on the nature of firm plus the issue potentially in need of change, can involve
the entire organisation (Murrell, 1999). However, in very small firms including new
venture start-ups, the owner/manager may, in fact, be representative as a key informant
with respect to decision-making as layers of hierarchy are less likely to exist (Carson
et al., 1995), or at the very least, the owner/manager will be part of a small management
team. Using one as opposed to multiple respondents in an organisation provides a
potential bias. AI is considered to help alleviate resistance to change; therefore, change
management research approaches that engage all the key decisionmakers in very small
organisations arguably have benefits owing to their multiple perspectives.
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Specific context of the study
Much has been written in the literature at the international marketing–
entrepreneurship interface with respect to internationalisation decisions, i.e. barriers,
stimuli, processes undertaken, etc. (Bilkey, 1978; Aaby and Slater, 1989; Miesenbock,
1988; Andersen, 1993; Coviello and McAuley, 1999; Jones et al., 2011). However, this
investigation focuses on decision-making with respect to the initial decision to
internationalise and draws on the research of Sarasvathy (2001) who discusses
causation versus effectuation approaches; this is consistent with recent studies
(Andersson, 2011; Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013; Crick and Crick, 2014; Kalinic
et al., 2014). Causation-based decision-making assumes that a manager may start with a
number of alternatives and end up with one objective; however, an effectuation
approach suggests that a manager accepts that these alternatives may end in different
results. Risk/reward decisions are likely to vary depending on perceptions of “affordable
losses” (Sarasvathy, 2001) and on the objectives management teams set (Crick and
Spence, 2005).
It has been long established that the characteristics of themanagement team, broadly
defined to include their experience and motivation, are key to influencing their
respective firm’s export development (Leonidou et al., 1998; Acedo and Galan, 2011;
Kuppusamy and Anantharaman, 2012). The way in which respective management
teams react to export barriers that are perceived or actual; also, stimuli that are internal
or external to the firm, plus that are proactive or reactive in nature, are likely to vary
(Leonidou, 1995; Morgan, 1997; Leonidou et al., 2007; Kahiya, 2013).
The speed, scale and scope of a firm’s internationalisation process is likely to be
affected by various circumstances. First, a management team’s respective resources
(Autio et al., 2000; Westhead et al., 2001). The resource-based view (RBV) suggests that
businesses are able to derive competitive advantages from resources and/or capabilities
(Barney, 2001, 2014); this has led to the “value, rarity, imitability and ownership”
framework with respect to competitive advantages. Second, both social- and
business-related networks (Welch and Welch, 1996, 2004); these may be viewed as
potential intangible resources that are related to the RBV, although studies tend to draw
out networks as a separate but related perspective. Third, a contingency perspective has
been offered (Ibeh, 2003) whereby strategies are formulated in the context of various
circumstances and not least industry-based considerations (Bell et al., 2004), plus
institutional factors associated with the market(s) targeted (Freeman et al., 2012).
Studies to date have largely followed both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies that are reliant on managers’ recall of events after (in some cases, a long
time after) the first overseas order was accepted and answers are reported in hindsight.
Despite potential bias, an interventionist approach offers an innovative approach in
understanding the initial step on the internationalisation process by helping to facilitate
change. Studies have suggested a holistic perspective be taken when investigating
various management teams’ internationalisation strategies (Jones, 1999; Crick and
Jones, 2000; Ibeh, 2003; Jones and Coviello, 2005), i.e. a combination of factors are likely
to help explain the decisions undertaken including the first step. As such, it is worth
repeating the research objective of this study, i.e. to understand issues contributing to
the holistic nature of decision-making with respect to the first order from overseas, that
is, in real time via the application of AI.
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Methodology
As a database of firms considering commencing their internationalisation process was
not available in the course of this study, it was not possible to establish the total number
of firms in this population or a starting point to recruit participants. The five members
of the management team (the only employees) in this study were recruited via their
participation in a business development programme in the first year of their firm’s
inception, and as such, the start-up firm was less than one year old at the time of the AI
research. Based on the criterion of number of employees, it would be termed a
“micro-firm” having less than ten staff (Storey, 1994) involving a high-tech development
with potential applications to several sub-sectors. Being a start-up firm, there were no
past strategies to refer back to that were directly related to the business except those
related to the experience of the five members of the management team based on prior
employment. Therefore, industry experience was present within the management team
including networks from earlier roles elsewhere. This included other experience in the
sector but also selected country knowledge in prior employment. While these managers
held functional roles related in their job titles, e.g. marketing, finance, etc., in reality, the
start-up nature of the firm meant that some roles overlapped and not least with respect
to the key decision maker who ultimately made strategic decisions.
The investigation involves what Stake (1995) views as an “instrumental case study”,
i.e. that focuses on a particular issue or problem and which identifies a case to explore
this. The “boundary” of the case study was restricted to the small management team
involved in the business start-up rather than external stakeholders like members of
networks due to the nature of the data being collected using the AI approach.
Triangulation of data (where possible) was, therefore, set within this specified
boundary; secondary data were limited being a start-up firm but involved
non-confidential documents. Observation was undertaken with respect to the
interaction being members of the management team during scheduled meetings and
especially with respect to the way decisions were being made.
The AI approach included participation from the whole management team to allow
both depth of data collected and avoidance of the use of a key respondent that would be
inappropriate for AI to be implemented. All members participated in meetings and the
duration of time involved varied at particular phases of the investigation, but this
ranged over three months. Managers were asked to keep notes between meetings,
although owing to the day-to-day pressures of running a business this was in reality
somewhat limited. At the time of recruitment to the study, the management team
members had not engaged in overseas sales but were actively looking to do so. In
recognising potential bias, the facilitation of change management is different to
participating in what may arguably be termed as a “conventional” research project
(where, as previously mentioned, events are normally recalled rather than in real time);
however, in this study, one aspect led to the other in terms of the interventionist AI
approach. This potential for bias was offset by the ability to recruit an organisation that
involved a management teamwilling and able to discuss considerations leading to their
first order from overseas as decisions unfolded, whereby the researcher acted as a
facilitator not decision maker.
Utilisation of the AI approach helped provide detailed and holistic knowledge
(Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008) utilising various sources of context-rich data. This
included internal documentation through to different managers’ inputs to offer validity
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in the process. Sinkovics and Alfoldi (2012) suggest that qualitative research is
sometimes presented in a linear manner, wrongly suggesting deductive reasoning; the
approach undertaken in this study was more “iterative” in nature. Notes were shared
with the management team to aid reliability, record thought processes plus support the
“trustworthiness” of the data (Sinkovics et al., 2008). The iteration meant that
“progressive focusing” was utilised in line with Stake (1995), specifically, involving an
iteration between theory and the evolving data.
Sinkovics et al. (2005) highlight problems in analysing data. During the application of
AI, various meetings were undertaken with members of the management team on
separate occasions to enable a period of reflection. Within the boundary of the single
instrumental case study, the approach undertaken is best represented as somewhere
between what Welch et al. (2011) term “interpretive sensemaking” and “contextualised
explanation” in Figure 2, butwith an emphasis on the former. That is, the study is strong
in context, but stronger in some aspects of causal explanation than others, owing to the
nature of the way the investigation was undertaken. To be consistent with Stake (1995),
“particularisation” was the goal of the research. The context, narratives and personal
engagement undertakenwere accounted for and establishing cause–effect relationships
was not the aim; rather, an appreciation of the social context was important.
The management team members were briefed about how AI would run, i.e. the
four-dimensional (4D) process in Figure 1.While the affirmative aspect of AI built on the
management team’s strengths, e.g. experience and networks, ways ofworkingwere also
challenged in a positivemanner to provide a platform tomove forward. It was, therefore,
important that each member of the management team had their voice heard among
colleagues. Therefore, AI enabled evolving objectives and strategies to be set. As a
methodological tool, it enabled the understanding of the thought processes and
dynamics between members of the management team to be elicited.
One way to present the data in the section that follows would be to draw heavily on
notes of what was discussed and the manner in which this took place, the idea to be
non-positivist in the approach taken as an argument would not be made for objectivity
(Tadajewski, 2010). In effect, understanding issues in the management team’s own
words might be considered useful. Instead, because the purpose of this study is to
demonstrate the application of theAImethodology, there is a concentration on “process”
issues as opposed to managerial discourse that may be distracting given the multiple
discussions undertaken. This is especially significant, given that as previously
mentioned, the interactionwith themanagement team varied at different stages to allow
them to operate their business in addition to the time spent facilitating change. It would
3.Interpretive Sensemaking 4.Contextualised Explanation 
1.Inductive Theory-Building 2.Natural Experiment 
gnortSkaeW
noitanalpxelasuacnosisahpmE
 Strong 
Emphasis on 
contextualisation 
 Weak 
Figure 2.
Welch et al.’s (2011) 4
methods framework
of theorising from
case studies
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not be possible to be with the management team constantly (Andersson and Floren,
2011).
Findings: application of AI
The application of AI is used in this study to demonstrate amanagement team’smove in
risk/reward perceptions about internationalising from a somewhat negative (or at least
reluctant) stance to one that was more positive and helped facilitate the decision to
accept the first order from overseas. The process is shown in Figure 3. Intervention (or
subjects of inquiry) involved questions based on knowledge from existing studies, plus
associated experience with management teams, involving the holistic nature of factors
affecting decision-making with respect to internationalisation. For example, what
research had the managers undertaken or what knowledge/experience could they draw
upon with respect to issues associated with demand, competition, differentiation,
adaptation, capabilities to address perceived challenges, etc.; in addition, the extent to
which factorsmay vary across overseasmarkets that might be of potential. Specifically,
questionswere formulated fromknowledge associatedwith the holistic nature of factors
affecting internationalisation, namely, the RBV including networks; also, contingency
issues, e.g. industry-based factors, plus the institutional perspective of serving a
different market(s). However, the exact nature of the subjects of inquiry was different at
each stage, and these will be considered individually.
The initial discussion involved the benefits in a move to commence the
internationalisation process, i.e. a positive intervention to reduce the negative
associations with perceived barriers that were prevalent at that stage. From the outset,
it should be emphasised that exporting was the management team’s preferred market
entry mode based on risk/reward considerations as opposed to alternatives such as
licensing, joint ventures, subsidiaries, etc. Initial negative perceptions were around the
risk of selling internationally when the start-up capital had left the owner/manager with
considerable debt including collateral against that debt. Nevertheless, exporting was a
relatively low-risk mechanism for market entry with ease of exit if things went wrong,
i.e. as a risk-minimisation strategy. The whole management team at the initial stage
realised that their domestic market was limited; hence, internationalising was needed at
some stage to grow the business and likewise earn money, but there were limited funds
to make this happen.
However, from a positive perspective, the potential rewards associated with making
the venture successful went some way to offset the perceived risks involved; not least
equity shares and in particular for the key decision maker who was the major equity
holder. Although factors were discussed in more detail at the discovery phase, the small
management team perceived that they knew a good deal about how the industry
worked, which markets to target (although were concerned about institutional ways of
doing business such as legal requirements overseas), they had networks, plus offered a
differentiated product that would be positively received internationally. Consequently,
the management team’s core aim was to use their resources in the most appropriate
manner (including if there was a need to raise more funds); in turn, this was influenced
by the perception of what was an affordable loss if things went wrong.
Discussion in an AI context is by its very nature focused on positive issues, and
therefore, negative factors such as the notion of “affordable losses” were framed in an
upbeat manner. As such, the nature of potential rewards and making this realisable in
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planning was more important and likewise how the AI process might work to consider
what mechanisms could be put in place to reduce the impact of things going wrong, i.e.
to make issues affordable in the start-up firm. For example, this influenced the
previously mentioned initial preferred entry mode of exporting to allow ease of market
entry and exit.
Starng point: understanding the need to posively move forward.
Key issues found to be holding managers back: i.e. resource risks
such as limited finances and priories on how these should be spent;
instuonal risks of overseas markets; risk of collateral against debt.
Stage 1: understanding current strengths.
Key issues in firm: e.g. managerial aspiraons; management
knowledge of sector; learning from prior employment; networks;
possibility of extra finance.
Stage 2: envision aspiraons.
Key issues: e.g. serve lead markets; reputaon in sector;
financially stable.
Stage 3: design of possibility plans to meet aspiraons.
Key issues: such as where to target (markets); who
(develop/expand networks); how (speed, capacity implicaons
e.g. expand or outsource etc.); what else is needed.
Stage 4: acon plans to move forward.
Key issues: e.g. need to renegoate financing; explore
government assistance; priorise and focus on target market;
not expand too quickly.
End point: review of process.
Key issues: learning (what worked and did not work); is this
knowledge transferable?
Figure 3.
Interventions Using
AI
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The discovery phase of the process involved the management team being asked
questions to consider the “best of what is”. Here, the skill and knowledge base of the
management team was considered, not just in terms of prior international experience
(roles before the new start-up firm), but rather more widely building on the features
uncovered in the initial stage. For example, positive issues around the previously
mentioned knowledge plus what had worked well before in earlier employment; in
addition, even if things had not worked well before (e.g. broad institutional issues
related to prior experience), what learning arose from these experiences to help the
current firm?
Prior learning from previous employment had, in the first instance, enabled an
opportunity to be identified in the market that the management team believed could be
exploited based on factors such as demand through to differentiation versus
competitors. Based on prior experience in salaried roles, networks had been developed in
various countries at different parts of the supply chain. For example, this ranged from
knowledge of potential suppliers through to likely intermediaries that might best
represent the firm in key markets that were viewed as having the most potential, plus
able to advise on local market requirements. As such, trust had been developed within
networks that reduced perceived risks in comparison to potential rewards. Furthermore,
from an administrative perspective, prior roles in salaried positions had enabled
members of the management team to learn from the experience of dealing with matters
ranging from hedging of exchange rates and administration of payment terms
(insurance, documentation, etc.) through to logistical matters relating to supplying
overseas markets.
This enabled positive considerations around issues such as the RBV including
networks, the industry based factors and the institutional view to be undertaken. This
interaction among the management team developed into a consideration of broader
positive issues. Despite being a resource-constrained firm, negative issues were turned
around to a positive focus such as could further resources be obtained if necessary and
from which sources (plus implications, e.g. losing equity and what would investors
allow funds to be spent on)?
A further key positive consideration was whether based on all these issues, if the
current perceptions about selling overseas were really things that could be overcome;
this took the process to the dreamphase. Here, affirmative aspects in the discovery stage
were developed in questions to enable the management team to imagine their future
(within realistic parameters and especially noting the restricted budget). For example, if
the management team could visualise where they would be in five years’ time – what
would this look like?
Instead of specific objectives being set to guide strategies, a broad vision was
envisaged. Thiswas necessary to guide the next stage of the process because alternative
paths could be imagined. For example, did the senior management teamwant to get the
firm into a saleable position if not have actually developed and sold the firm by that
stage? Alternatively, did the management team envisage a longer-term relationship
with the firm, and if so, howwas that viewed? At this stage, the key considerations were
an imagined dominance in major markets in the triad regions of North America, Europe
and Asia, specifically, in terms of market share. Furthermore, an aim would be that the
firm would have an excellent international reputation generally (meaning a quality
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offering with associated customer service). A final consideration was that the firm
should be financially stable with low debt.
After this, there was a period of reflection before the design phase was entered; here,
the management team were asked to compile positive “possibility” statements
regarding their future vision. Very fluid objectives were discussed that could easily be
amended to evolve in the light of changing circumstances to meet the broad vision of
where the management team wanted the firm to be. These discussions utilised the
knowledge discussed so farwith the view of taking the firmonto the internationalisation
path. Risk/reward considerations with respect to affordable losses were especially
important. For example, the rewards associated with growing the business, profits and
making it saleable had to be balanced with various risks. These included business risks
like non-payment and reputational risks such as poor quality or service perceptions in
the market. Additionally, personal risks to the management team and not least the
owner/manager in terms of losing their investment and the collateral against debt. In
such circumstances, perceptions of affordable losses were influenced by decisions
regarding growing the business (including overseas) but not at a pace where expansion
could not be adequately resourced.
With respect to the key perceived barrier of themanagement team having recognised
resource constraints being a start-up business, it was no point taking on an order that
was so large that it would harm the firm because of a shortage of working capital.
Moreover, based on capabilities, the lead time had to be feasible. Owing to a perceived
current lack of market access, it was decided that certain countries should not be
targeted, and instead, preference should be given to those with potential but easier
access due to existing networks. Furthermore, the perceived lead markets in the sector
should be given preference and access was needed, most notably the USA, as this was
viewed as the “lead market” because of demand and being a reference point for other
countries. In short, being aware of limitations allowed a positive perspective to be put on
issues and, in turn, to determine what was possible based on being alert to opportunities
being presented. The owner/manager in particular was clear on what was perceived as
an affordable loss and the rest of the management team were equally clear on what
objectives were set (albeit they were quite fluid in nature), the funds available and the
need to set in motion a series of workable strategies.
Finally, before the end point when the process was reviewed, the process moved to
the destiny phase that involved the implementation of the design stage considerations.
Themanagement teamwere, therefore, questioned on the development of an action plan
to convert their vision into a workable reality, i.e. strategies to meet the evolving goals.
Various scenarios were played out using a “what if” facilitation technique to account for
potential contingencies; however, that is not to suggest that the facilitation can identify
all scenarios. Positive avenues pursued included seeking assistance, intermediaries in
preferred markets, obtaining further financing from various sources and extending the
workforce to develop the skills and capabilities. Importantly, this had to be endorsed by
the key owner/manager thatwould have the overall decision-making authority pluswho
carried risk/reward perceptions towards the previously mentioned affordable losses if
things went wrong.
This stage was more iterative than the earlier three, as it needed intervention to
develop an action plan that was, in fact, workable and which the management team and
especially owner/manager felt comfortable with. The end result was that the firm
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received additional financing to allow it to follow the strategies discussed in the AI
process. It subsequently received its first order from overseas via targeting the USA, i.e.
an overseas market deemed preferable based on risk/reward factors to the management
team, including the size and contract conditions of that order. This was in addition to
being the perceived “lead market” and as such a reference point for other countries. The
review of the process (including what had/had not worked) suggested that it had
engaged the management team including receiving the endorsement of the
owner/manager and negative perceptionswere turned around. Key thought processes in
risk/reward decisions thus far could assist in formulating the management team’s
continuing evolving objectives.
Discussion
It has been approximately 50 years since Simmonds and Smith’s (1968) classic study
investigating issues surrounding “what lies behind a firm’s first export order?” Studies
have subsequently addressed issues associated with decision-making with respect to
firms’ internationalisation and not least advocated an effectuation lens to help explain
risk/reward considerations (Andersson, 2011; Gabrielsson and Gabrielsson, 2013;
Kalinic et al., 2014; Crick and Crick, 2014, 2015).
The objective of this study was to understand issues contributing to the holistic
nature of decision-making with respect to the first internationalisation decision and
specifically in real time via the application of AI as an underutilised methodological
approach in the broader marketing domain. This was in the context of an instrumental
case study (Stake, 1995) of a start-up firm. While the AI approach is not innovative
having been in operation for over 25 years (Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987), arguably,
it is innovative in the marketing context to offer a real-time perspective as opposed to
relying on answers made in hindsight. Conclusions and implications were derived from
this study that can now be discussed.
Conclusions
The first conclusion of this study is to support earlier research, namely, that no single
factor could fully explain the initiation of a firm’s internationalisation process,
suggesting a holistic approach be undertaken in studies of this nature. In other words, a
combination of factors interact to varying degrees with respect to an individual
management team’s decision-making (Jones, 1999; Crick and Jones, 2000; Ibeh, 2003; Bell
et al., 2004). This will be in the context of the objectives that are set (Crick and Spence,
2005). Specifically, a combination of resource-related (including networks) factors,
balanced with contingency-based issues associated with the industry and institutional
environments the firm operates within, will affect managerial decision-making. With
respect to this conclusion drawn from a single case study, arguably, research
investigations that report managerial perceptions after the event may not capture the
dynamic inter-play between factors shaping decision-making or may suffer from
responses being made in hindsight.
It can secondly be concluded that a combination of causation and effectuation based
decision-making is likely to exist in planning, and the two should not be seen as
dichotomous. Specifically, decision makers may be easily able to articulate a broad
direction in which they want to head, i.e. in line with a causation-based approach. In
reality, a series of decisions will be traded off as risk/reward considerations in the form
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of perceptions of affordable losses in heading towards that broad goal, i.e. more
consistent with an effectuation-based approach (Sarasvathy, 2001). As such, the
managerial objectives that Crick and Spence (2005) refer to are likely to evolve with
respect to the start and continuation of a firm’s internationalisation process. Specifically,
as opportunities are identified, some are exploited, whereas others are not based on
risk/reward factors. Related to this second conclusion is that studies undertaken in real
time go some way towards understanding this evolving process.
Implications
The implication arising from this study is to suggest that the application of the AI
approach, therefore, has potential benefits to research in the domain of marketing
whereby a focus of investigations would be to understand a key aspect of change within
an organisation around or at the time that it happens rather than to rely on participants’
recall of events. This depends on the frequency of contact with the owner/manager and
management teamover the period of study, given that researchers cannot be at their side
24 hours a day and even shadowingmanagers will only provide a partial understanding
of how they spend their time (Andersson and Floren, 2011).
In the case of the current investigation, this involved a firm’s first order from
overseas where its acceptance had implications for the management team with respect
to a change in practices to take the firm along the first steps in the internationalisation
process. Consequently, related to this implication is that the approach can also be used
by consultants and policymakers to assist change management processes in firms’
marketing activities, albeit care must be taken in its application under such
circumstances not to mix consultancy with research (the distinction in this study being
that consultancy is paid for by the recipient, whereas research is not)! With respect to
this distinction, boundaries must be set regarding the nature of interventions
undertaken, e.g. purpose, are interventions agreed or dictated, is this as a result of
payment for the interventionist advice, etc. It is emphasised that the feasibility of using
AI is based on the open and full participation of the management team.
Furthermore, if the firm is paying for consultancy, it stands to reason that decision
makers are more likely to maintain momentum in the process to add value to their firm.
This is more difficult in a pure research study unless the added value to a management
team can be articulated. For example, this is likely to be based on the credibility of those
involved in facilitating the process to add value in some way, such as their track record
with working with similar firms and their perceived professional standing in a given
academic and business community. In the case of this current research study, thismight
involve a perceived track record of working with start-up firms in entrepreneurship
hubs, business incubators, etc.
Areas for future research
AI offers many opportunities to explore aspects of change in the wider research domain
of marketing and not just at the interface with international entrepreneurship reported
in this study. Nevertheless, recent literature reviews such as Jones et al. (2011) outline
various avenues for future research at the international entrepreneurship–marketing
interface that may take this specific study forward; some of these may open
opportunities for the application of an interventionist approach such as AI. In fact,
critical incidents may affect or be influenced by various aspects of managerial
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behaviour (Bell et al., 2004) and strategies will change over time (Jones and Coviello,
2005). Consequently, “real-time” perspectives on decision-making offer an opportunity
to further our understanding of process based issues using a more innovative
methodology.
However, the approach is not without its limitations and, as previously mentioned, is
especially contingent on obtaining participation that may in reality be problematic
(particularly depending on the timeframe involved). In fact, this may also be contingent
on the perceived credibility of the researcher(s) conducting the AI study to interact with
a management team. Furthermore, it is likely that case studies will be very
context-specific, and hence, generalisation across cases may be difficult, if that is
required. Despite potential bias, the approach may help move the marketing literature
forward by offering a different perspective to managers recalling issues after (in some
cases, long after) an event and indeed reflecting in hindsight.
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